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Book Reviews . ...
Danes in North America
Reviewed by MARION MARZOLF
Edited by Frederick Hale (University of Washington
Press, Seattle, 1984), pp. 256, $19.95.
The story of immigration is a human story, of
partings and arrivals, hopes and dreams, disappointments and satisfactions. The reader of immigrant letters
has the tantalizing opportunity to peek into the hearts
and minds of pioneers who settled the North American
farmlands and participated in the growth of cities and
factories. The letters were not intended for our eyes.
They were written to loved ones back home, and we can
only guess at what was left unsaid or glossed over.
Some letters passed from hand to hand and others
were published in the local newspapers, contributing to
the genre of the "America letter," which scholars agree
contributed to the migration impulse in Scandinavia
and elswhere. The reader shares for a moment the joy of
arrival, the funny anecdotes that turn on the greenhorn 's inexperience in a new land, the detailed descriptions of new towns and workplaces , the pride of
achievements made in a few short months or years, and
the tug of longing for an aging parent left behind. If we
read enough of these letters, we can flesh out the
migration experience and the assimilation of a new
culture's values from the dry figures of mass migration
studies.
Danes in North America offers a look into the
private lives of Danish immigrants to the United States
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and Canada from about mid-19th century to World
War I. The collection of letters, ably translated by
Frederick Hale, gives a good overview of the Danish
immigration experience. The book is arranged thematically, so a reader can dip in and explore the rural or
urban experience, questions of ethnic identity, religion,
women or politics, for example. In each chapter, Hale
tries to span the entire period with a few choice letters.
The letters are not always grouped chronologically, but
appear to follow the themes suggested by individual
writers. Hale has carefully edited the material so that
the most interesting passages are presented, and the
reader does not have to wade through mundane
matters.
This book joins two earlier works, on which it is
modeled: H. Arnold Barton's Letters from the Promised
Land: Swedes in America, 1840-1914 (1275) and
Theodore C. Blegen's Land of Their Choice: The Immigrants Write Home, (1955) which tells the Norwegian
story. Hale's selection of letters is balanced. There are
positive and negative experiences, but the positive
generally outweighs the negative.
Hale is to be complimented for his interesting
introduction material and for the succinct and helpful
paragraphs that lead each section and introduce each
letter writer. This provides a helpful context for the
reader. But it is less clear just how Hale has arrived at
his selection and the criteria he used . He discusses this
all too briefly in the introduction. It would also have
been helpful to know where Den nye Verden was
published and what kind of publication it was. A list of
the books containing the previously published letters
that Hale has translated would be helpful.
Research on this project began in 1975, and the
published work arrives just as there is increased
scholarly activity on the Danish immigration . His book
is a welcome addition to the slim collection of works in
this field. An interesting supplement to Hale's book , for
those who read Danish, is: Brev fra Amerika: Danske
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Udvandrerbere 1874-1922, edited by the study group led
by a Professor Erik Helmer Pedersen of the Economic
History faculty of the University of Copenhagen.
Published by Gyldendal in Copenhagen in 1981, this
volume presents the letters of six individuals or families
over a span of years. The case study approach gives a
more intimate look at typical immigration experiences,
and in some ways is more satisfying than the kaleidoscopic view offered in mixed letter collections. But both
approaches are valid and useful in contributing to our
understanding of the individual experiences behind the
ciphers in the great migration story.

The Dream of America
Reviewed by W. STITT ROBINSON
Trans. and ed. by J. R. Christianson and Birgitte
Christianson (Creative Education, Inc., P .0. Box 227,
Mankato, MN 56001), 1982. $69.95 for the set.
Europe and the Flight to America, by Sven Skovmand,
78 pp.
America Fever, by Sven Skovmand, 95 pp.
The Westward Journey, by Kristian Hvidt, 95 pp.
They Came to America, by Bent Evold, 95 pp.
Gateway to America: New York City, by Erik V.
Kustrup, 72 pp.
Shattered Dreams: Joe Hill, by S0ren Koustrup, 69 pp.
Ireland in Flight, by S0ren Koustrup, 103 pp.
The basic human element in the history of the
United States is the story of the variety of people who
make up its population. In addition to Native Americans prior to the arrival of Europeans, there came
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immigrants first from Northern and Western Europe
along with transportation
of some Africans. Then
followed others from Southern and Eastern Europe and
more recently still others from the Orient and from
Central and South America to make up our pluralistic
American society.
The focus of this interesting series of seven volumes
in The Dream of America is on the immigration from
Northern and Western Europe, sometimes referred to as
"Old Immigration" in the history of American population. Special attention is devoted to immigrants from
Scandinavia and Ireland. Originally published in
Danish in 1976, the series has now been translated into
English in this 1982 publication.
The reasons for emigration from Europe were
many and varied, including poor economic conditions,
political oppression, search for religious freedom,
escape from military conscription, and aspirations for
new opportunities in the "American Fever." Emphasis
upon opportunities in America came from agents of
steamship and railroad companies, returning immigrants and visiting "Yankees" with tales of economic
gain, and the many letters sent back to the homeland by
immigrants across the Atlantic. In the volume on
Ireland in Flight, special emphasis is given to the acute
economic conditions resulting from the land policies of
absentee owners, the excess of population, and particularly the potato rot of the 1840s. The severity of the
hardships and the distress of the suffering people are
vividly portrayed.
Consistent with recent trends in historiography,
appropriate attention is given to all members of society
rather than concentration only upon the elite. In fact,
this series places major emphasis upon the average
immigrant among the fifty million Europeans who came
to America. Both success and failure were part of the
story. They Came to America features the success of
Axel Brandt, Danish immigrant, in his experiences
across the nation as pioneer and lumberjack before
-42-

locating in 1915 in Tyler, Minnesota. He became a
successful farmer in Tyler and reared a family in the
Danish community when he died at age 79 in 1974. A
more tragic ending for a Swedish immigrant of 1902 is
found in Shattered Dreams: Joe Hill. Originally known
as Joel Hagglund, he wandered as migrant worker and
hobo until becoming a labor union organizer for the
I.W.W. (Industrial Workers of the World). He contributed to the efforts of labor organization as speaker and
song writer, and his legacy lived on after his conviction
and execution for murder in 1914, the guilt for which
the author leaves the reader to judge.
These seven volumes provide a general and
accurate historical background for the experiences of
the immigrants, although with limited specific details of
events and dates. Extensive use is made of the records of
immigrants in letters, diaries, and newspapers.
Numerous photographs and illustrations from printed
sources and works of art accompany each volume,
enhancing their appeal for high school or beginning
college students as well as the general reader. The vivid
presentation of the human experiences of the immigrants constitutes one of the most important contributions of the series.
W. Stitt Robinson
University of Kansas
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Kraftens horn: myte og virkelighed
i Karens Blixens liv
Reviewedby LEIFSJOBERG
by Anders Westenholz (Gyldendal: Copenhagen 1982),
147 pp. Kr. 128
Since Hans Brix published his major study, Karen
Blixens Eventyr (KB's Tales) in 1949, to my knowledge
no fewer than nine Danish books on Isak Dinesen have
appeared. The latest addition is written by Anders
Westenholz, a psychologist and author of four novels
and several radio-plays. Since Westenholz is distantly
related to Isak Dinesen on his mother's side, he has had
access to highly interesting correspondence (1912-30),
drawn from Isak Dinesen' s years at the African farm
("Out of Africa"). Westenholz quotes liberally from
these letters and brings out many new facts and insights.
I find the selections both informative (the precarious
economic situation at the coffee plantation) and revealing (re Isak Dinesen' s peculiarities vis-a-vis her
relatives). It appears equally clear that these relatives of
hers treated her generously through loans and investments and that Isak Dinesen was often quite irresponsible and, initially, lacking in competence to run the
farm. As the economic situation worsened, I. D.
improved her management and frantically strove to
avoid a disaster and closing of the farm.
The love story between I. D. and Denys Finch
Halton, which she made much of, is discussed from a
somewhat speculative point of view in this book. If
Westenholz had been a literary historian, he would, no
doubt , have made better integrations of the many
quotations from Danish Isak Dinesen scholars into his
commentaries, but for those uninitiated it is a clear
advantage to get the full context of their arguments.
In The Pact Thorhild Bj0rnvig has described some
of I. D. 's unending role-playing, and Westenholz goes a
step further in his chapter, "The Demonic Puppeteer."
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After her return from Kenya, I. D. saw herself and her
surroundings as marionettes in the hands of Fate, and it
is characteristic of her oeuvre that there is an abundance
of people who merely play parts in life. When those she
had selected as marionettes misbehaved and failed to
follow her intentions, she became furious. "The Fatal
Alienation" in Isak Dinesen' s universe does not consist
in role-playing, but in neglecting at a crucial point to
become part of the action - from that moment on one
is "assigned to the role of the onlooker." "To be sure
I.D. had multiple personalities" (p. 57), which may
suggest why she wanted to manipulate those around her
as marionettes - but there was nothing contemptuous
in this, asserts Westenholz.
The chapter, "The Celestial Powers" (pp. 61-84),
discusses I. D. 's heroic-aristocratic view of life and her
subjective view of God. A person's fate, according to
I. D., is created through interplay between three factors:
"the dream of the Creator" or "God's plan," "the will of
the individual" and "external circumstances" (p. 77). It
is evident that I. D. feels "man not only has the opportunity but even the obligation to shape his own fate."
As is well known, I.D. was a terrible snob, and
Westenholz devotes an entire chapter to the subject. Her
stories abound in noblemen and church dignitaries, but
then so do folk tales. In the folk tales, however, the
same rules apply for a king as for peasants, but in
Dinesen ' s stories the reader will have to accept her
assumption that a prince or a nobleman is intrinsically
more important and more interesting than a commoner.
Her characters are like pieces in a game of chess: from the
outset their mobility is determined by their social status,
and they feel mutually bound to respect these rules (p.
87); if they do not, the entire play breaks down. "The
only ones in Dinesen's universe exempted from the rules
of the game of snobs are artists and colored people" (p.
87). Not only in her fiction, even in her life I. D. was a
snob. She was descended on both sides of her family
from the haute bourgeoisie, who did not belong to and
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had never belonged to the nobility (p. 92). Westenholz,
rather convincingly, sees her snobbery in relation to her
identification with her dead father, a suicide (p. 93). The
image of the factor (pp. 102-119) is, like many
components in I.D.'s life, "split in two opposing
extremes" (p. 102); one is an idealized, bright, conscious
image,
the other
is demonic,
dark,
fatefully
unconscious.
Together
with the two rema1n1ng
chapters, "The Poet and Reality" (pp. 120-133) and
"Fiction and Reality" (pp. 134-148), it is the finest
contribution of Westenholz' book.
As a trained psychologist on the one hand, Westenholz has an edge over the literary historians in interpreting I.D.'s fantastic stories. On the other hand, he
limits the scope of his study by including only aspects of
I.D.'s life and writing in which he himself is interested.
There is, however, something new and surprising
in this book for everyone who has read Bj0rnvig's The
Pact and Judith Thurman's recent book on I.D. Westenholz' book should be made available in English. It is
likely to find a thousand readers - with a modest
amount of promotional activity - and many will be
grateful to the press for putting it out. With its
limitations, the book cannot be ignored by Dinesen
scholars or Dinesen afficionados.
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Selected Stories
by BENNY ANDERSEN

If It Really Were A Film
by DORRIT WILLUMSEN
Reviewed by KAJA VOLBAEK
Benny Andersen, Selected Stories, trans. and introduction by Leonie A. Marx (Curbstone Press: Williamantic,
CT 1982). 102 pp. $6.00
Dorrit Willumsen, If It Really Were a Film, trans. by
Anne Marie Rasmussen (Curbstone Press: Williamantic,
CT 1982). 138 pp. $6.00
As part of an active program in the publication of
modern Danish literature in translation, Curbstone
Press has issued two collections of short stories by
Benny Andersen and Dorrit Willumsen. Other authors
in the growing series are J0rgen Gustava Brandt, Tove
Ditlevsen, Uffe Harder, Klaus Rifbjerg, Ole Sarvig,
Henrik Nordbrandt, Marianne Larsen, Asger Schnack,
J0rgen Sonne, and Kirsten Thorup.
Curbstone's
publisher , Alexander Taylor, has taken the welcome
initiative to introduce a broad range of contemporary
Danish writers to an English-speaking readership.
Benny Andersen was born in 1929 in Copenhagen
into a working class family without any literary
traditions. He himself worked early in life in an
advertising agency. In 1960 he made his debut as a lyric
poet and since then has written poetry, short stories,
and film scripts, mostly about average, alienated and
insecure contemporary people.
In this selection of short stories, most of the
characters try, often without results, to find an identity
and to break out of either self-imposed or societyimposed roles. In most cases they realize their situation,
but they are not able to break the pattern or even make
a choice. They think and act as society expects. They
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live rationally and ethically. But somehow they find
themselves in impossible,
tragic-comic
situations,
caused by their own inflexibility and shortsightedness.
In fact the author never presents any alternatives to his
characters. They have no options.
It must be mentioned that there is a move in the last
short story, "The Speaking Strike," towards a true
active ethical involvement with life. This story is a
chapter from a larger novel, On the Bridge, published in
1981, concerned with life in Denmark during the
Occupation.
Because of Andersen's ironic, frequently amusing
style the tragedies and absurdities of these lives are
underplayed.
The reader can empathize with their
situations and also be amused.
In "The Pants" an alienated man finds an identity
by buying and wearing used clothing with unexpected
results. The main charcter of "A Happy Fellow"
suppresses his true feelings about fatherhood and his
own harsh instincts about discipline, while presenting
himself to the public in the role of "perfect" father and
husband. Since "perfect" here means never reacting
disagreeably or punitively, he finds himself in inevitable
strong inner-conflict and disgust.
In three of the stories the one-sided perspective of
the protagonist leaves no possibility for social contact
or normal relationships. All of them find a scapegoat to
explain their isolation. In "Fats Olsen" it is the
appletree. In the storeowner' s mind it is the tree which
attracts the children, and which is the obstacle that
keeps him and the village apart. In "Hiccups" a young
man uses hiccups to call attention to himself at parties
and thus establish contact with the others who want to
help him. In spite of his early successes this obsession
with hiccups grows and finally it dominates his life, and
he loses out. In "Layer Cake" we find a couple tied to
each other in a drab marriage, where the wife is more
concerned with social acceptance of herself as a perfect
home-maker
than with her husband's health and
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happiness. After 25 years of marriagE:, she sees her
husband's refusal to eat a piece of layer cake (he didn't
like layer cake, wasn't hungry) as a rejection of her.
From rejection to suspicion to proof. Her mind moves
logically to the "fact" of his infidelity with the lady in
the bakery across the street. Obviously he is getting
layer cakes somewhere else, and the battle is on.
Dorrit Willumsen, born 1940.
Dorrit Willumsen's writing explores women's
position in society, their possibilities for development,
and paints, in most cases, a bleak picture of marriage.
Marriage as a social institution seems to have no merit
in her opinion. As in Benny Andersen's stories, some of
Willumsen's portraits are characterized by loneliness
and wistful resignation. Most of them are incapable of
changing the course of their lives, and they drift into an
empty, superficial existence where even death seems a
relief. This subconscious deathwish is present in several
of the short stories ("The Vestal Virgin," "The Waiting,"
for example), in contradiction to Benny Andersen's
people who in spite of their isolation continue their
aimless lives ("The Pants," "Fats Olsen").
In "The Vestal Virgin" Willumsen describes the
historical position of women in striking black and
white. The contrast is between the seductive Messalina,
Empress of Rome, who knows what she wants, lives her
life to the fullest, has to have help to die, and the plain,
young girl who does not know what and whom she
wants. With no possible future marriage in sight, she
drifts without protest into the life of a vestal virgin, a
role well suited for her, according to her family. Facing
death she meets it "for the first time, expectant and
arrogant, as though it were something I had decided
myself." A lonesome woman, terminally ill, brings her
house in order while waiting for death - almost
willingly in the story, "Waiting." She throws out her
potted plants, washes and folds her clothes, buys the
overnight bag for the hospital, and waits. The only
-49-

exciting period in her life, when she had brief hopes of a
meaningful relationship, lasted for only a short time.
("He visited her five times"). He brought her in contact
with the world, and when the relationship failed, she
drifts back to her previous isolated and lonesome
existence, from which death seems a natural way of
escape.
In the three stories "The Couple," "Separate Ways"
and "The Stranger II," marriages are analyzed. Both
partners in "The Couple" are stagnating. They do what
is expected of them to fit into society; marry, have a,
child, buy furniture and in time a house, when they are
really neither ready nor suited for it. Material things
dominate their lives and keep them from getting any
insights into each other's needs. It is difficult to know
who the narrator is here; at times we feel the woman's
viewpoint; at times the man's is foremost. Strong issues
are sharply drawn up: What is truth, lies? Whose fault is
it that the marriage is faltering? Why the lack of
communication when they seem to agree? In "Separate
Ways," Dorrit Willumsen has gone a step further; the
couple is in the process of divorce. This marriage saw to
all the right things, which, in society's eyes, gets a
marriage off to a good start: rice at the wedding, tin
cans after the car, stable jobs and an apartment ("Falling
in love coincided with a two-room apartment ... ").
Later a child was added. Unlike the man and woman in
"The Couple," these marriage partners try to make up
for their boredom with each other by occupying themselves with worthwhile and "fashionable" undertakings .
When they realize that they have nevertheless drifted
apart, divorce is inevitable - it has become the
fashionable thing to do. In this story the man is the
narrator, and their life together is described as a series of
flash-backs ("a series of pictures, fleeting and not very
coherent").
"The Stranger II" is a paraphrase of "The Stranger"
written by August Strindberg. Here we hear strongly a
woman's viewpoint in what should have been a
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dialogue, at a meeting between two women, the former
and the present wife. But we hear only the former wife,
and it is through her monologue that we get a picture of
how the other woman is. The former wife's role has
changed from being dependent on the husband to that
of an independent, self-reliant but lonely woman, who
can come and go as she wants, do as she wants - but is
she happy with her freedom, envious of the other
woman who took her place? The issue seems to be that
women are neither happy in their free, independent
position, nor in their position as a wife in a society that
is still - primarily - dominated by men, it appears to
be as yet impossible for women to combine the need to
develop their own potentials with the demands on them
as a housewife and mother. Strindberg's short story
touches the same issues, only they are seen and heard
through
the married
woman's
monologue,
an
interesting comparison with a different outcome.
"If it were a film": The main character is a man who
cannot relate in a normal way to his fellow man. He
only feels secure and happy in the darkness of the movie
theater, or in the attics and storage rooms where he
steals junk - making a living by selling his hauls to
second-hand stores. When he is caught and sent to
prison, he gets tangled up in a murder accusation. Did
he commit murder or not? It is not an easy answer;
maybe he doesn't even know himself. His lack of
contact, inability to establish relationships, creates a
void that has been partly filled by the fantasties acted
out in the movie theaters. For that reason, he is not able
to distinguish between real and illusionary events, and
in the end sees his entire life as if it were a film.
Dorrit Willumsen does not use humor to soften the
effect her writing has on the reader, but rather
exaggerates to underline the conflicts, sometimes with
razorsharp irony.
Both Benny Andersen and Dorrit Willumsen
examine the quality of life and the individual's
adaptation into the standards decided by society. It is
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this lack of adaptation, the inability to develop normal
relationships and individual growth that causes the
imbalance for most of the characters in these short
stories. In most of the cases, no alternatives are
suggested to correct what the authors consider the ills of
a modern society, but merely expose them, and therefore leaves no cures for their protagonists.

C.C.A. Christensen 1831-1912:
Mormon Immigrant Artist
Reviewed by DONALD K. WATKINS
by Richard L. Jensen and Richard G. Oman (Corporation of the President, The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-Day Saints: Salt Lake City, Utah 1984). 116 pp.
$10
The 101 reproductions in this handsome exhibition
catalog exhaustively document the artistic career of Carl
Christian Anton Christensen, the Danish convert (1850)
and emigrant to the U.S. and Utah (1857) who served
his church and people as spokesman, historian, and
journalist among the large number of ScandinavianAmerican Latter-Day Saints. The authors have supplied
a thorough thirty-two page introduction to the artist
and his paintings, which are themselves individually
annotated. Christensen's paintings are folk art at its
narrative best: they tell of his Scandinavian origins,
offer finely detailed scenes from nineteenth-century
Mormon history, and illustrate religious themes, both
biblical and from the Book of Mormon. In the past
twenty years Christensen's art has been featured in no
less than ten exhibitions. The present catalog comple-52-

ments the major exhibition in the spring of 1984 on the
occasion of the opening of the new Museum of Church
History and Art in Salt Lake City.
Jensen
and
Oman
recount
Christensen's
impoverished youth and seasonal studies, from 1847 to
1853, at the Royal Academy of Art. In Denmark Christensen gained basic skills as a painter and also the
religious persuasion,
Mormonism,
that met with
various degrees of hostility from the Lutheran establishments of Scandinavia. From 1853 to 1857 C.C.A.
served as a missionary in Norway; it was from
Christiania he, his future wife, and fellow Saints
embarked for Utah, first by sail and rail to Iowa City,
and then by handcart caravan to Salt Lake City.
In the northern Sanpete Valley the family settled
into a farming life which Christensen varied with
commercial painting. His intense participation as artist
and journalist in the cultural life of Danish-Norwegian
Mormons began after a second missionary assignment
in Norway, 1865-67. Jensen and Oman trace the several
parallel roads of Christensen's productive life, returning
always to the painting that "did much to give LatterDay Saints a feeling for the epic nature of their history."
This historical reference makes C.C.A. Christensen's
painting a panorama of the Mormon chronicle. The
authors' introduction to the book provides a cogent
summary of Danish-Norwegian
integration in this
remarkable chapter of American religious and social
history. C.C.A. Christensen 1831-1912: Mormon Immigrant Artist is a vivid contribution to this country's art
history and to the study of the Danish presence in the
Mormon society of Utah.
The book can be purchased only from the Corporation of the President. A check for $11, which includes
domestic postage and handling, should be sent to the
Museum of Church History and Art, 45 North West
Temple, Salt Lake City, Utah 84150.
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